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In 1985, a Canadian linguist, Merrill Swain, proposed the Comprehensible Output 
Hypothesis concerning the role of output in second language acquisition (SLA). Based 
on this hypothesis, Swain elaborated three functions of output, namely, the noticing 
function, the hypothesis-testing function, and the metalinguistic function. 
Among the three functions, the author focuses on the noticing function in the 
thesis. The dozens of experimental studies of the noticing function carried out over the 
past twenty years have mostly taken past hypothetical conditional in English as the 
target form. Can it be also effective in promoting the acquisition of other linguistic 
forms? The present thesis, within the frame of Swain’s Comprehensible Output 
Hypothesis, attempts to conduct an experiment to further explore the effectiveness of 
the noticing function. Specifically, the experiment attempts to answer the following two 
questions: 1) Does text reconstruction promote the noticing of the passive voice in 
English? 2) Does text reconstruction facilitate the acquisition of the passive voice in 
English? It is hoped that the experimental results can confirm our hypotheses that the 
experimental group (EG) receiving text reconstruction will show greater noticing and 
better acquisition of the passive voice than the control group (CG). Consequently, the 
subjects of EG outperform the subjects of CG in the noticing and acquisition of the 
passive voice. The findings not only provide some support for the noticing function of 
output but also bring some implications for College English teaching in China.  
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摘   要  
                                 
加拿大语言学家Swain于1985年提出了可理解性输出假说，该假说阐述了输
出在第二语言习得中的重要作用。基于该假说，Swain详细阐述了输出的三种功
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Research Issue  
It has been argued that “output is nothing more than a sign of second language 
acquisition that has already taken place, and that output serves no useful role in SLA 
except possibly as one source of input to the learner” (Krashen 1989). And as a result, 
the role of output in second language acquisition has been ignored over a long period. 
This situation has changed with the emergence of some researches and studies of the 
output theory. Among these, Swain’s Comprehensible Output Hypothesis is the most 
systematic and persuasive. Based on this hypothesis, Swain has clarified three 
functions of output, namely, noticing, hypothesis-testing, and metalinguistic functions. 
Among the three functions, the author focuses in the present thesis on the noticing 
function, which claims that output may prompt second language acquisition by making 
learners recognize problems in their production and seek out relevant input with more 
attention to solve these problems. One main reason underlies the author’s focus on the 
noticing function. In China, few researches have aimed to investigate the noticing 
function of output and experimental studies of the noticing function are urgently 
needed. Therefore, the present thesis is an attempt to conduct an experiment to 
investigate the effectiveness of the noticing function. 
 
Research Background 
Since the Comprehensible Output Hypothesis was put forward by Swain, some 
researchers abroad and at home have conducted a few experimental studies of the 
noticing function (e.g. Swain and Lapkin 1995, Izumi et al. 1999, Izumi and Bigelow 
2000, Zhu Xiaowen 2002, and Feng Jiyuan and Huang Jiao 2004).  
The experimental studies by Izumi et al. (1999) and Izumi and Bigelow (2000) 
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language learners to seek out subsequent input with more focused attention. The 
experimental studies done by Zhu Xiaowen (2002) and Feng Jiyuan and Huang Jiao 
(2004) are designed to measure the effectiveness of output practice in giving rise to 
the noticing and helping learners acquire linguistic forms.  
The findings of these experimental studies have shown that the activity of 
producing the target language may promote the noticing and acquisition of target 
forms. However, they have taken only past hypothetical conditional in English (e.g., 
“If I had known you have no brain, I would not have asked you for help.”) as the target 
form. Can it be also effective in promoting the acquisition of other linguistic forms? To 
answer the question, further researches need to examine the effects of output practice 
on other linguistic forms.  
 
Research Purpose  
To further explore the utility of the noticing function, the author has conducted an 
experiment to examine the effectiveness of text reconstruction in prompting the 
noticing and the acquisition of the passive voice. It is hoped that the result of the 
experiment can not only provide some support for the noticing function of output but 
also offer some implications for College English teaching.  
 
Organization of the Thesis 
The present thesis consists of four chapters. Chapter one explains the concept and 
process of second language acquisition. Chapter two is a survey of the output theory. 
We have reviewed output functions, especially the noticing function and experimental 
studies abroad and at home, and have pointed out the limitations of prior experimental 
studies to prove the necessity of the present research. Chapter three explains in detail 
the experimental design and procedures and analyzes the experimental results. Chapter 
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Chapter One  The Concept and Process of SLA 
 
1.1 The Concept of SLA 
1.1.1 Second Language and Foreign Language 
What comes to mind for many people when they encounter the phrase second 
language acquisition (SLA) is the experience they had as school students when they 
were engaged in the study of one or more foreign languages. 
What does second language refer to? What is the relationship between second 
language and foreign language? Stern points out in Fundamental Concepts of 
Language Teaching that second language refers to “any language acquired (or to be 
acquired) later than the native language” (1983: 12). Second language usually has an 
official status within a country which foreign language has not. In countries such as 
India and Singapore, English is a second language since it is an official language. In 
our country, English is regarded as a foreign language without an official status. In 
recent decades, these two terms have been increasingly applied to all types of 
non-native language acquisition. Mostly the two are used synonymously. Based on this, 
the author regards English as a second language of our country.  
 
1.1.2 Language Acquisition and Language Learning            
Do second language acquisition and second language learning mean the same 
thing? Stephen Krashen (1985: 1) in his Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis states: 
 
There are two independent ways of developing ability in second languages. 
‘Acquisition’ is a subconscious process identical in all important ways to 
the process children utilize in acquiring their first language, while 
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This hypothesis aims at explaining complete difference between acquisition and 
learning. According to this hypothesis, language acquisition is a natural way to 
develop linguistic ability and is a subconscious process in which language learners are 
not usually aware of the fact that they are acquiring language, just knowing that they 
are using the language for communication. The result of language acquisition, acquired 
competence, is also subconscious. Language learners are generally not consciously 
aware of the rules of the language they have acquired. Instead, they have a feel for 
correctness. Therefore, acquisition is also called “implicit learning”, “informal 
learning” or “natural learning” (Krashen 1982: 10). While, language learning refers to 
explicit knowledge of rules, being aware of them and being able to talk about them. 
This kind of knowledge is quite different from language acquisition, which could be 
termed explicit knowledge.  
The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis has attracted a number of criticisms. The 
first criticism concerns its methodology. Ellis points out, “The Acquisition-Learning 
Hypothesis cannot be tested in empirical investigation” (1985: 54). McLaughlin states, 
“If the Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis is to be tested, one needs to know what 
experimental conditions are necessary to bring out the differences between the two 
processes” (1987: 24). These Krashen does not supply. Another criticism of this 
hypothesis addresses Krashen’s claims that acquisition and learning are entirely 
separate, and that learnt knowledge cannot turn into acquired knowledge. Rivers (1980) 
considers that it is unlikely that acquisition and learning are separate. In the author’s 
point of view, the acquisition-learning distinction is unreliable. Firstly, it is defined in 
terms of subconscious and conscious processes, which are not open to inspection. 
Secondly, acquisition and learning are not so distinctly different as Krashen has argued. 
They are, to some extent, mutually integrated and both contribute to mastering the 
second language. Therefore, we need not distinguish these two terms deliberately. 
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unless they are directly addressing Krashen’s works. Second language acquisition 
(SLA) has become established as the preferred term for this academic discipline. 
Hence, the author will use this term acquisition in the present thesis. 
 
1.1.3 The Definition of SLA  
In order to discuss the conditions that lead to occurrence of second language 
acquisition it requires a clear and precise definition of it. What does second language 
acquisition refer to? Ellis (1985: 6) states, “Second language acquisition refers to the 
processes by which a language other than the mother tongue is learnt in a natural or a 
tutored setting. It covers the development of lexis, grammar, and pragmatic 
knowledge”. The second language to be acquired is often referred to as L2 or the target 
language (TL). 
According to this definition, whether you are learning a language naturally as a 
result of living in a country where it is spoken, or learning it in a classroom through 
teachers’ instruction, it is called second language acquisition. What is more, second 
language acquisition includes the development of many language levels. If learners 
meet one sentence in a second language, they know what it means but they do not 
know how to pronounce it. Or they hear the sentence and pronounce it perfectly but 
they do not know what it means. Then again they might know the pronunciation and 
meaning of it, but they do not know how it is constructed. Can we come to a 
conclusion that they acquire this sentence? The answer is definitely no. Therefore, 
second language acquisition unites the development of lexis, grammar, and pragmatic 
knowledge of the target language. 
Selinker provides a theoretical framework for interpreting second language 
acquisition as a mental process. This mental system of L2 knowledge is often referred 
to as interlanguage.  
This term interlanguage is coined by the American linguist, Selinker. Various 
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phenomenon. Nemser creates the term “approximative system” (qtd. in Yi Xiubo 2003: 
91), and Corder uses “idiosyncratic dialects” (ibid.). It is actually the term 
interlanguage that has entered the common parlance, partly perhaps due to its 
neutrality of attitude, since the other two terms connote a TL-centered perspective.  
The interlanguage is thought to be distinct from both the learner’s first language 
and from the second language. It evolves over time as learners employ various internal 
strategies to make sense of the input and to control their output. Hence, interlanguage 
is a unique linguistic system that second language learners construct by drawing on 
their first language and the second language. During the process of second language 
acquisition, the learners find the similarities between their first language and the 
second language and combine them to the special rules of the second language, and 
finally form their own rules of language acquisition. 
 
1.2 Two Essential Factors in SLA 
1.2.1 Equal Importance of Input and Output in SLA  
How do we acquire a second language? How does second language acquisition 
take place? In the Input Hypothesis, Krashen (1985: 2) asserts that “humans acquire 
language in only one way – by understanding message, or by receiving ‘comprehensible 
input’…. We move from i, our current level, to i+1, the next level along the natural 
order, by understanding input containing i+1”. The Input Hypothesis, better known 
nowadays as the Comprehensible Input Hypothesis, is Krashen’s attempt to explain 
how learners acquire a second language. Krashen presents the hypothesis in four parts 
as follows: 
 
1) The Input Hypothesis relates to acquisition, not learning. 
2) We acquire by understanding language that contains structure a bit 
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